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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
The Organisation of Language Classroom Interaction 
 
 In Chapters 3 and 4 I portrayed the organisation of turn, sequence and repair in 
different L2 classroom contexts. In this chapter the perspective broadens as I describe 
the overall organisation of L2 classroom interaction. I introduce the concept of the 
rational design of institutional interaction and identify the institutional goal as well as 
three interactional properties which derive directly from the goal. I then identify the 
basic sequence organisation of L2 classroom interaction as well as an emic 
methodology for its analysis. Next I exemplify how the institution of the L2 classroom 
is talked in and out of being by participants. The concept of the L2 classroom context, 
which was introduced in Chapters 3 and 4, is then problematised and located in a 
broader, tri-dimensional perspective on context. Finally I show how teachers create L2 
classroom contexts and how they shift from one context to another. 
   In this chapter the interactional architecture of the L2 classroom is 
portrayed as an example of the rational design of institutional interaction, balancing 
invariant underlying institutional characteristics with extreme flexibility and variability. 
CA attempts to understand the organisation of the interaction as being rationally 
derived from the core institutional goal. Levinson sees the structural elements of 
institutional discourse as  
 
Rationally and functionally adapted to the point or goal of the activity in 
question … In most cases apparently ad hoc and elaborate arrangements and 
constraints of very various sorts can be seen to follow from a few basic 
principles, in particular rational organization around a dominant goal 
(Levinson, 1992, p. 71). 
 
  This study attempts to portray the interactional architecture of the L2 
classroom as rational, in Levinson’s terms, in that it is functionally oriented to and 
derived from the core goal. There is an overall attempt in this monograph not only to 
describe interactional devices, but also to explain why those elements are as they are 
and why indeed they must be that way as part of a rational overall design. It is not 
sufficient, then, in CA methodology to merely describe or model interactional devices. 
One should also try to “provide functional explanations, or expositions of rational 
design, for the existence of the device in question” (Levinson, 1983, p. 319). A related 
methodological precept is that one should “search for the raison d’être of a particular 
conversational organization, and the implications that the existence of one device has 
for the necessity for others” (Levinson, 1983, p. 322). This acts as an antidote to the 
tendencies of language teachers and theorists to consider particular interactional devices 
in isolation and label them desirable or undesirable for pedagogical reasons and without 
considering the interactional consequences of such devices or how that particular 
device relates to the interactional organisation of the L2 classroom as a whole. For 
example, we saw in section Error! Reference source not found. that current pedagogy 
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considers the direct and overt negative evaluation of learner errors to be highly 
undesirable. However, it is argued that this choice creates serious new problems on the 
interactional level and may be counter-productive. It should also be understood that the 
description of the organisation of L2 classroom interaction in this chapter has a similar 
status to the interactional organisations described in section 1.6. Whilst the organisation 
is described in context-free terms, it is employed by interactants as a normative resource 
to display the meaning of their social actions. 
 
1.1 A Sketch of the Interactional Architecture of the L2 Classroom 
 
 The first step towards describing the interactional architecture of L2 classroom 
interaction1 is to identify the institutional core goal, which is that the teacher will teach 
the learners the L2.  This core institutional goal remains the same wherever the L2 
lesson takes place and whatever pedagogical framework the teacher is working in. This 
is a most important point. In many kinds of institutions, e.g. businesses, the institutional 
goal may vary considerably even between businesses in the same town. However, in L2 
teaching the institutional goal of the teacher teaching the L2 to the learners remains 
constant whatever the teaching methods, whatever the L1 and L2 and wherever in the 
world the L2 is taught. It remains the same if the teacher delegates some responsibility 
to learners in a learner-centred or learner autonomy approach. From this core goal a 
number of consequences issue both rationally and inevitably which affect the way in 
which L2 classroom interaction is accomplished. As we saw earlier, Drew and Heritage 
(1992b, p. 26) suggest that each institutional form of interaction may have its own 
unique fingerprint, “comprised of a set of interactional practices differentiating (it) both 
from other institutional forms and from the baseline of mundane conversational 
interaction itself.” There are three interactional properties which derive directly from the 
core goal, and these properties in turn necessarily shape the interaction. The three 
properties follow in rational sequence from each other and constitute part of the unique 
fingerprint of L2 classroom interaction and part of its context-free machinery.  
 
1.      Language is both the vehicle and object of instruction. 
2.  There is a reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction and                
interactants constantly display their analyses of the evolving relationship between          
pedagogy and interaction.  
3.     The linguistic forms and patterns of interaction which the learners produce in the          
L2 are potentially subject to evaluation by the teacher in some way. 
 
Property One  
 
 Language is “Both the vehicle and object of instruction.” (Long, 1983, p. 9). This 
property springs rationally and inevitably from the core goal. The core goal dictates that 
the L2 is the object, goal and focus of instruction. It must be taught, and it can only be 
taught through the medium or vehicle of language. Therefore language has a unique 
dual role in the L2 classroom in that it is both the vehicle and object, both the process 
and product of the instruction; see section 5.6.3 for exemplification of this point. In 
other forms of classroom education (history, engineering) language is only the vehicle 
of the teaching. Now this is not to suggest that all of the teaching in L2 classrooms is 
conducted in the L2; the data clearly show this not to be the case. However, this 
monograph is concerned with explicating only those periods of an L2 lesson in which 
the L2 is spoken by both teacher and learners. 
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Property Two  
 
 There is therefore a reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction. This 
relationship is explicated throughout the monograph as its principal theme. This means 
that as the pedagogical focus varies, so the organisation of the interaction varies. This 
point is illustrated through the analyses in Chapters 3 and 4. However, this relationship 
also means that the L2 classroom has its own interactional organisation which 
transforms the pedagogical focus (task-as-workplan) into interaction (task-in-process); 
see extract 2.7  for an example of this. The omnipresent and unique feature of the L2 
classroom is this reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction. So whoever 
is taking part in L2 classroom interaction and whatever the particular activity during 
which the interactants are speaking the L2, they are always displaying to one another 
their analyses of the current state of the evolving relationship between pedagogy and 
interaction and acting on the basis of these analyses. Although, this may sound 
complicated, we can see how this works even in the first exchange a Chinese L1 
beginner makes in his first English class. 
 
Extract 5.1 
 
1 T: OK my name’s, 
2 LL: my name’s, 
3 T: OK, (.) er, hello, (addresses L1) my name’s John Fry.  
4 L1: (.) my name’s John Fry, 
5 T: oh! 
6 LL: (laugh) 
7 L1: my name’s Ping. Ping. 
8 T: Ping? yes hello, °you say° (whispers) hello. 
9 L1: hello my name is my name’s Ping. 
 
(British Council, 1985, volume 1, p. 15) 
 
 We can see in line 4 that L1 displays an analysis of the current relationship 
between pedagogy and interaction as being that he must repeat whatever the teacher 
says. It is easy to see how this occurs, since in lines 1 and 2 the required relationship 
between pedagogy and interaction was just that. T, however, displays in lines 5 and 8 
that his analysis is that this is not the required relationship and that L1 should instead 
produce a specific string of forms including L1's own name. L1 then changes his 
analysis of the relationship between pedagogy and interaction so that in line 9 it finally 
conforms to that required by T. In this extract we see that the linguistic forms and 
patterns of interaction which the learners produce in the L2 are normatively linked to 
the pedagogical focus which the teacher introduces. In section 1.2 we go into more detail 
about the implications of this property in relation to sequence organisation. 
  
Property Three  
 
 The linguistic forms and patterns of interaction which the learners produce in the 
L2 are potentially subject to evaluation by the teacher in some way.  As van Lier 
(1988a, p. 32) puts it, “Everyone involved in language teaching and learning will 
readily agree that evaluation and feedback are central to the process and progress of 
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language learning.” This property does not imply that all learner utterances in the L2 are 
followed by a direct and overt verbalised evaluation by the teacher, as the data show 
this clearly not to be the case. It means that all learner utterances are potentially subject 
to evaluation by the teacher. This third property derives rationally from the second 
property; since the linguistic forms and patterns of interaction which the learners 
produce in the L2 are normatively linked in some way to the pedagogical focus which is 
introduced, it follows that the teacher will need to be able to evaluate the learners’ 
utterances in the L2 in order to match the reality to the expectation. In classrooms in 
which history or geography are being taught, learners’ work is subject to evaluation in 
the same way, but in those classrooms the linguistic forms and patterns of interaction 
which the learners produce are only a vehicle, not the aim or the focus of the lesson; it is 
the propositional content which they carry that is evaluated. Sometimes the teacher does 
not express any observable evaluation of learner utterances during the lesson. This does 
not mean, however, that learner utterances were not subject to evaluation by the teacher. 
For example, I recorded a lesson (Seedhouse, 1996) in which a particular group were 
not taking their task too seriously. The teacher did not express any evaluation of the 
learners’ discourse whatsoever during the lesson. However, the teacher informed me 
(six months later) that she had reprimanded that group of learners during a subsequent 
lesson for their poor performance. She further informed me that some groups which I 
had not recorded had had very interesting discussions. So learner utterances are 
potentially subject to teacher evaluation, although the evaluation is not always directly 
or overtly expressed. An L2 teacher may even avoid any explicit evaluation during 
lessons altogether, and then give learners an end of year grade or report for oral 
performance. 
 This study proposes that these three properties are universal, i.e., they apply to all 
L2 classroom interaction and they are inescapable in that they are a rational 
consequence of the core institutional goal and the nature of the activity. Furthermore, 
the data from many different countries, types of institutions and types of lesson which 
are analysed in the course of the monograph demonstrate the universality of these 
properties. These properties, then, form the foundation of the rational architecture and 
of the unique institutional 'fingerprint' of the L2 classroom. 
 
1.2 The Basic Sequence Organisation of L2 Classroom Interaction 
 
 We saw in the previous section that the omnipresent unique feature of the L2 
classroom is that there is a reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction. So 
whoever is taking part in L2 classroom interaction and whatever the particular activity 
during which the interactants are speaking the L2, they are always displaying to one 
another their analyses of the current state of the evolving relationship between 
pedagogy and interaction and acting on the basis of these analyses. In this section we 
look at what this means in practice in terms of manifestations of sequence organisation. 
Although we have seen in this monograph that L2 classroom interaction is extremely 
diverse and fluid, it is nonetheless possible to state a basic sequence organisation which 
applies to all L2 classroom interaction. 
 
1. A pedagogical focus is introduced. Overwhelmingly in the data this is introduced by  
the teacher but it may be nominated by learners. 
2. At least two persons speak in the L2 in normative orientation to the pedagogical 
            focus.  
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3. In all instances, the interaction involves participants analysing this pedagogical 
focus and performing turns in the L2 which display their analysis of and normative 
orientation to this focus in relation to the interaction. Other participants analyse 
these turns in relation to the pedagogical focus and produce further turns in the L2 
which display this analysis. Therefore, participants constantly display to each other 
their analyses of the evolving relationship between pedagogy and interaction. 
 
 Through this sequence the institution of the L2 classroom is talked into being. 
This is the case because introducing the pedagogical focus is directly implicative of the 
institutional goal, i.e. to teach the learners the L2. There are three specific actualisations 
of this sequence in the data, depending on social dynamics. Although they are different 
in a number of respects, they all conform to the basic sequence organisation detailed 
above. 
 The first actualisation is as follows. If the teacher has introduced the pedagogical 
focus to the learners, then they analyse what the target production is (i.e. the required 
relationship between pedagogy and interaction) and then attempt to produce it. The 
teacher matches the linguistic forms and patterns of interaction which the learners 
produce to the pedagogical focus and analyses and evaluates them on the basis of the 
match or mismatch. The teacher may conduct repair until the targeted patterns of 
interaction are produced. Then the teacher may introduce a further pedagogical focus on 
the basis of his/her analysis and evaluation, which the learners analyse again, and so on. 
In the following extract, for example, the teacher’s pedagogical focus is to get the 
learners (via L2 prompts) to produce a specific sequence of linguistic forms.  
 
Extract 5.2 
 
1    T:    Gerda. Can you tell me the way to the bank please? 
2    L1:   yes straight (.) along the street 
3    T:  straight along this road  
4    L1:   this road 
5    T:    uhuh 
6    L1:   e:n:: den to: the: traffic lights 
7    T:    okay 
8    L1:   and then (1.0) (str-)= 
9    T:    =straight along this road- till the traffic lights 
10   L1:  till? 
11   T:    yes 
12   L1:   till the traffic light- and then 
 
(van Lier, 1988a, p. 210) 
 
 In lines 2 and 6, L1 produces answers which would be perfectly acceptable in 
conversation; the meaning is clear and the linguistic forms are correct: “straight along 
the street... to the traffic lights”. However, these are not the target forms which the 
teacher’s pedagogical focus is aiming to produce, and the teacher repairs the answer in 
lines 3 and 9. The teacher uses other-initiated other-repair  techniques and exposed 
correction (Jefferson, 1987) in which correction becomes the interactional business; the 
flow of the interaction is put on hold while the trouble is corrected. This sequence type  
accounts for the vast majority of the data in the database. This does not mean, however, 
that such sequences always involve a focus on form and accuracy. 
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 The second actualisation is as follows. If learners are interacting with each other 
in pairwork or groupwork, then the learners analyse the pedagogical focus and produce 
turns in the L2 in normative orientation to it. They listen to each other's turns, link the 
pedagogical focus to the linguistic forms and patterns which their partners produce, 
analyse them and respond normatively on the basis of their analyses. We can see how 
this works by examining the extract below from a communicative lesson, in which the 
teacher is physically entirely absent from the interaction. Young Malaysian learners 
were given an unfinished story and asked to speculate as to how the story would 
continue. 
 
Extract 5.3 
 
L1: he saw what happened (1.0) he saw what happened (.) in the house 
L2: he tell the villagers that he a saw a: old man= 
L3: =maybe he didn’t because er he he can’t find the: (.) door handle isn’t it? 
L4: [why, why he ran  ] 
L3: [maybe maybe ma] ybe maybe the thief don’t know he’s in there, because  
 it’s very dark is it [and] maybe maybe only lightning lightning only can 
L1:     [ but] 
L3: maybe every time the lightning came, (.) maybe the: (.) thief didn’t notice 
 anything or not. maybe only 
L2: [maybe Nazri Nazri kicked the] 
L3: [only Nazri maybe only Nazri  ]maybe or maybe a [scrap] or something like that. 
L2: I think maybe Nazri kicked the table. (1.0) 
L4: [Nazri ran (.) cannot open the door, ] 
L3: [I don’t think so because he just bec] ause the little you know 
L4: (1.0) (  ) because he didn’t find the door handle. (.) why is it he can (.) go out from 
  the house,  and (  ) the villagers. 
L5: (1.0) the robbers must have stolen Nazri then. 
 
 (Warren, 1985, p. 234) 
 
 The interaction seems highly ‘communicative’: in fact the interaction corresponds 
neatly (on the surface) to Nunan’s characterisation of ‘genuine communication’ (see 
section Error! Reference source not found.). The learners are clearly managing the speech 
exchange system themselves and expressing themselves freely. The point is, however, 
that the basic sequence organisation remains constant. The linguistic forms and patterns 
the learners produced are still normatively related to the pedagogical focus which the 
teacher introduced, even though the teacher did not participate in the interaction. 
Warren states clearly what his pedagogical focus was with these learners; they were 
given an unfinished story and asked to speculate as to how the story would continue. 
The students were left alone with a tape recorder. The writer devised the activity “to 
activate natural discourse in the classroom.” (1985, p. 45) and “...the only condition 
imposed on the students was that the medium for all that might be said had to be 
English.” (p. 46). He hoped that the exercise “... would encourage the students to 
speculate.” (p. 45). We can clearly see the link between the teacher’s pedagogical focus 
and the linguistic forms and patterns of interaction produced by the learners; the 
learners speak only in English and speculate about the end of the story.  The discourse is 
natural when compared with extract 5.2 above, for example.  
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 My point is, then, that whatever methods the teacher is using - and even if the 
teacher claims to be relinquishing control of the classroom interaction - the linguistic 
forms and patterns of interaction which the learners produce are normatively linked in 
some way to the pedagogical focus which is introduced. I do not wish to suggest that it 
is the sole prerogative of the teacher to introduce a pedagogical focus. Current process-
syllabus, learner-centred and learner autonomy approaches stress the importance of 
allowing learners to be involved in organising their learning and in the selection of 
materials, methodology and other components of the curriculum. Also we see in many 
extracts in the database (e.g. extract 5.4) that learners can and do introduce their own 
pedagogical focus which may be adopted by the teacher or other learners. Whoever 
introduces the pedagogical focus and however it is introduced, the point is always the 
same at this level of analysis; a pedagogical focus is introduced and the learners 
produce linguistic forms and patterns of interaction in the L2 which relate normatively 
to that pedagogical focus. We should be clear that the claim is not that learners' 
production always relates directly and perfectly to the pedagogical focus introduced. 
Rather, this is a normative point of reference in the CA sense. Sometimes learners 
misunderstand or reinterpret or reject the teacher's pedagogical focus. Sometimes 
inexperienced teachers are unable to establish a pedagogical focus. These all then 
become interesting deviant cases and I investigate a number of these in detail in 
Seedhouse (1996). 
 The third actualisation is as follows. Learners may nominate their own 
pedagogical focus at any time, which may or may not be validated by the teacher. If 
validated, the teacher must analyse what the learner's pedagogical focus is and hence 
what kind of turn he/she should produce in response to realise the pedagogical focus. 
This sequence is in effect the reverse of the first two sequences. In those sequences the 
teacher knows what the pedagogical focus is and the learners have to conduct an 
analysis to determine what kind of turn they should produce in orientation to this. 
However, in the third case the learner knows what the pedagogical focus is and the 
teacher has to conduct an analysis to determine what kind of turn he/she should produce 
in normative orientation to this. Nonetheless, the basic sequence organisation remains 
the same. The common feature is that a pedagogical focus is introduced, in orientation 
to which other participants produce turns in the L2. In the extract below the teacher has 
already introduced a pedagogical focus, but we find that a learner2 has a different 
agenda and he wants to present new information about his country to the class.  
 
Extract 5.4 
 
174   T:   yeah. OK. what does this mean? ‘get to’? uh. 
175  LL:  (   ) 
176   T:   OK. it says the group has been trying to get the govern 
177  ment, the city government, to help uhm draw special lanes,  
178  lanes like this (draws on board) on the street. OK these 
179  are for cars. these are for bikes (points to blackboard). 
180  L:  you know, in Moscow they reproduce all all cab. 
181 T:   uhm? 
182    L:  they reproduced all cabs  
183    T:   they produce? 
184    L:  reproduce 
185   T:   d’you mean uh they they use old cabs, old taxis? 
186    L:  no, no, no. they reproduced all all! cabs. 
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187 T:   all the cabs? 
188    L:  yeah, all the cabs for electric (electric you know) 
189       electric  points. 
190   T:   cab. oh you mean they made the cabs in down in 
191       downtown areas uh uh use electric uh motors? 
192    L:  yeah, no downtown, all cabs in Moscow. 
193    T:   where? 
194    L:  in Moscow. 
195   T:   oh. And it’s successful? 
196    L:  yeah. 
197    T:   OK. uhm. just a second, Igor. let’s what does this 
198       mean? if you get someone to do something. uhm. 
  
(Allwright, 1980, p. 180) 
 
 The teacher’s pedagogical focus in lines 174-179 is to convey the meaning of ‘get 
to’, and he/she tries first to elicit the meaning in line 174. As Allwright (1980, p. 182) 
says, it appears in line 175 that the students are not able to cope with the task, and the 
teacher starts a contextualisation of the item in lines 176-9. Rather than concentrating 
the mind on the item and giving clues as to its meaning, the explanation appears to lead 
away from the linguistic item to the carrier topic (traffic). This then provides a 
favourable environment for L to self-select and nominate an alternative pedagogical 
focus in line 180.  
 T has various choices at this point. T could simply regain control of the 
pedagogical focus and of the speech-exchange system by telling L, for example, that he 
is out of line, or T could validate L’s attempt to introduce real-world information by 
showing interest in the utterance and by engaging with the topic. However, there is an 
initial problem in that the meaning of L’s utterance is unclear.  The problem in 
communication is that L has made an error in lexis (“reproduce” instead of “convert”) 
which obscures the intended meaning. T in effect validates L’s taking the floor and 
shifting the pedagogical focus by helping to repair L’s statement in order to clarify the 
meaning.  The repair process is complex and is certainly a cooperative effort; L repairs 
T’s candidate rephrasings in lines 184,186,188 and 192 in an attempt to convey his 
meaning, whilst T initiates repair in lines 181, 183, 185, 187, 190 and 193 in order to 
clarify L’s meaning. The repair is successfully managed on a cooperative basis in that L 
finally manages to make his meaning clear with the help of T, i.e. that all cabs in 
Moscow have been converted to electricity. In line 195, T displays a change of 
information state, shows interest by engaging very briefly with the topic and then shifts 
back to a focus on the lexical item in line 197.  
 What the extract illustrates is the fluidity and mutability of L2 classroom interac-
tion and the tension, interplay and dialectic between a focus on form and a focus on 
meaning; we should note that the meaning of L’s utterance was obscured by a problem 
with linguistic form. The extract also demonstrates the complexity of the interactional 
work undertaken by language teachers (Seedhouse, 1998b), particularly when learners 
unexpectedly nominate their own pedagogical focus and topic. 
 Although the three extracts above seem very heterogenous at first, they all 
conform to the basic sequence organisation identified above, which is universal because 
it derives directly from the three properties of L2 classroom interaction as outlined in 
section 1.1. 
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1.3 A Methodology for the Analysis of L2 Classroom Interaction 
 
 The idea that an analytical procedure or methodology can emerge from the 
structure of interaction is a familiar one in CA, as we saw in Chapter 1. When Sacks et 
al. (1974), examined the organisation of ordinary conversation, they discovered that the 
next-turn emerged from the structure of conversation as an analytical tool and proof 
procedure. The same procedure and methodology is used in institutional settings, where 
we additionally find that professionals and clients/lay persons perform analyses which 
are related to the institutional business and focus. For example, Drew (1992) shows how 
witness and opposing counsel in courtroom cross-examination use the next-turn proof 
procedure in relation to the legal focus (testing the validity of testimony) to analyse 
each other's turns and make responsive moves in orientation to that focus. In 
institutional interaction, then, interactants not only display analyses of their partners' 
turns as in ordinary conversation, but also of the evolving relationship between the 
institutional focus and the interaction; in our case this is the pedagogical focus.  
 Our analytical task, then, is to explicate how L2 classroom interactants analyse 
each others' turns and make responsive moves in relation to the pedagogical focus. The 
description of the interactional architecture of the L2 classroom in sections 1.1 to 1.2, 
specifically the properties and basic sequence organisation, provides the analyst with a 
ready-made emic analytical procedure. The participants display in their turns their 
analyses of the evolving relationship between pedagogy and interaction, i.e. how the 
pedagogical focus relates to the turns produced in L2. Therefore, the methodology can 
be stated in this way: The analyst follows exactly the same procedure as the participants 
and traces the evolving relationship between pedagogy and interaction, using as 
evidence the analyses of this relationship which the participants display to each other in 
their own turns.  
 So the methodology which is used for the analysis of L2 classroom interaction is 
the next-turn proof procedure in relation to the pedagogical focus. This methodology is 
exemplified in all of the analyses in Chapters 3-5 of this monograph. In the vast 
majority of cases in the database we can state the procedure more specifically as 
follows. The classroom teacher compares the linguistic forms and patterns of interaction 
which the learner produces with the pedagogical focus which s/he originally introduced 
and performs an analysis and evaluation on that basis. The analyst can do exactly the 
same thing, comparing the teacher’s intended pedagogical focus with the linguistic 
forms and patterns of interaction which the learner produces, and then analysing the 
interaction on the basis of the match or mismatch. As it is a normative methodology, it 
is able to explicate the interaction in examples in which inexperienced teachers fail to 
establish a pedagogical focus, in cases in which learners reject or re-interpret the teacher's 
focus, and in cases in which experienced teachers flout the norms (Seedhouse, 1996). 
 Clearly, in order for this kind of analysis to be achieved, it is necessary to be able 
to specify what the pedagogical focus is. In practice this can be achieved using three 
types of evidence, some of which appear preferable to CA practitioners and others to 
applied linguists. 
 Type 1. In many lessons there is a text-internal statement by the teacher of the 
intended pedagogical focus. In many cases this is stated explicitly by the teacher, e.g.: 
“Today’s class is going to be about describing objects and we’re going to look at 3 
different types of description” (Seedhouse, 1996, p. 272). This type of text-internal 
evidence is often (but certainly not always) available in the data in that it is generally 
accepted to be good pedagogical practice for teachers to state the intended aims of the 
classroom activity both at the outset of the lesson and before each activity. 
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Type 2. There are now increasing amounts of classroom data available (e.g., 
Lubelska & Matthews, 1997) which provide, in addition to the video and transcript 
lesson data, a detailed description of lesson aims and other text-external or ethnographic 
evidence of intended pedagogical focus. So, for example, in section 1.7 I analyse an extract 
and use as evidence of intended pedagogical focus a statement made by the teacher in a 
video interview after the lesson. This evidence of pedagogical focus does provide text-
external, independent evidence which would tend be convincing to applied linguists. By 
contrast, it is likely that CA practitioners would have reservations about this kind of 
background or ethnographic evidence as it does not originate in an emic perspective. 
However, as we saw in section Error! Reference source not found., analysts such as Silverman 
(1999) and Arminen (2000) are trying to create a rapprochement between CA and 
ethnography and argue that CA practitioners do inevitably make use of  some 
ethnographic knowledge in their analyses of institutional interaction. For this reason, 
this monograph does make some use of ethnographic evidence where appropriate. 
 Type 3. However, the most acceptable type of evidence to CA practitioners is that 
which is evident in the details of the interaction. In their turns, participants display their 
analyses of the evolving relationship between the pedagogical focus and the 
organisation of the interaction. So for example in extract 5.5 below the process of 
analysis of and orientation to pedagogical focus by the participants is manifest and 
available to us in the details of the interaction. 
 
Extract 5.5 
 
1 T:  now again (1.0) listen to me (1.0) <I’ve got a lamp>  
2 LL:  [I’ve got] a lamp 
3 T:  [wha-    ] 
4 T:  don’t repeat now, don’t say after me now. Alright I say it and you and you just  
5  listen. I’ve got a lamp. what have you got? (1.0) raise your hands. 
6  what have you got Eirik? 
7 L1:  e:r I've= 
8 T:  =can you say= 
9 L1:  =I’ve got a book.= 
10 T:  =alright, fine. I’ve got a telephone. what have you got? (2.5) Trygve.  
11 L2:  I’ve got a hammer. 
 
 (Seedhouse, 1996, p. 472) 
 
 In line 1 T introduces a new pedagogical focus, which is for T to say what he has 
got and then to nominate one learner to say what s/he has got. However, we see in line 2 
that the learners display their analyses of the pedagogical focus as being to repeat 
whatever T says. In lines 4-6 T displays his analysis of LL's turn in relation to the 
pedagogical focus as being a mismatch and T restates the pedagogical focus. In line 9 
we see that L1 re-analyses the pedagogical focus as being for him to say what he has got 
and we see in line 10 that 10 analyses L1's turn as matching the pedagogical focus and 
so T is able to continue with the same pedagogical focus. Now we should note that all 
of the evidence for the evolving pedagogical focus is endogenous to the details of the 
talk; the participants are displaying their analyses of and orientations to the pedagogical 
focus in their turns at talk.  
 This form of evidence of pedagogical focus may be subject to a criticism of 
circularity by applied linguists as the evidence for the pedagogical focus comes from the 
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interaction itself. However, this text-internal type of evidence is most convincing to CA 
practitioners precisely because it is endogenous to the talk and derives from an emic 
perspective - the evidence relating to the participants' concerns inhabits the details of the 
talk. Moreover, the CA objection to evidence of types 1 and 2 evidence would be that 
they are merely statements of intended pedagogical focus or task-as-workplan; as we 
saw in extract 5.4  and in a number of other cases in this monograph, the actual 
pedagogical focus or task-in-process can turn out rather differently to the way 
anticipated; indeed, this happens in line 2 of extract 5.5 above. Furthermore, the 
pedagogical focus can be switched from one turn to another by learners as well as by 
teachers, and the reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction means that 
the evolving patterns of interactions affect the pedagogical focus. So we should be 
aware that explicit statements of intended pedagogical focus (evidence of Types 1 and 
2) do not necessarily reflect the reality of how the participants actually analyse and 
orient to the pedagogical focus.  
 Our task as analysts is to match the evolving pedagogical focus with the evolving 
patterns of interaction in the same way as the participants do and using the same 
evidence that they do, i.e. each other's turns at talk. Therefore, in this monograph, every 
analysis is primarily undertaken using Type 3 evidence; Type 1 and 2 evidence are also 
cited where available and appropriate, particularly as the monograph is aimed partly at 
an applied linguistics readership. 
 To further illustrate the nature of the reflexive relationship between pedagogy and 
interaction, we will consider extract 5.6. The pedagogical focus at this point is for L4 to 
ask L11 questions using the present perfect (3rd form of the verb) to which L11 should 
respond by lying, in this case by answering “yes”. L4 should then follow up with questions in 
the past simple (2nd form of the verb) to try to expose the lie. 
 
Extract 5.6 
 
1 T:  lie okay who is coming? .hh now you ask the questions not me. (2.0) 
2  ºÖzgür gel hadiº ((tr: come here come on)) please (3.0) okay, (.) 
3  ↑ let’s ask:: the third question. third one. okay ask him. 
4 L21: (.) him? 
5 T:  yes ask Özgür have you ever::? 
6 L4:  (.) go to Trabzon 
7 T:  okay ask yes ask him. 
8 L4:  (.) have you ever: err went to- 
9 T:  third form third ↑form! 
10 L4:  uh sorry have you ever gone to Trabzon?= 
11 T:  =ºyes yes [yesº] (whispers)   
12   → L11:        [  no ] I haven’t= 
13 T:  =↑ah:::: (strangulated quality) you must say ↑YES 
14 LL: (laughter) 
15 T:  you must say yes yes [yes] 
16 L11:                   [yes]  
17 T:  you ↑lie you say yes yes okay? (0.5) ask another question 
18  (0.5) ask another question have you ever dut-dut-dut (using fillers) 
 
(Üstünel, 2003, pp. 73-75)   
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 This demonstrates two points. Firstly, the overriding consideration for everyone 
involved in L2 classroom interaction is to follow the evolving relationship between 
pedagogy and interaction and to match the pedagogical focus to the patterns of 
interaction. In line 12, L11 gives an answer which is not only correct in terms of truth or 
meaning and sequentially appropriate, but also correct in terms of linguistic form. 
However, the teacher analyses it as wrong and corrects it in an exaggerated fashion 
because it does not correspond to the pedagogical focus. Moreover, his fellow students 
laugh at L11's "mistake". Secondly, we cannot take the intended pedagogical focus as 
stated by the teacher (task-as-workplan) for granted, as learners may interpret it in 
different ways in the task-in-process. In this section we have stated the methodology 
used for the analysis of L2 classroom interaction. During the course of the monograph 
its use is illustrated through the analysis of numerous extracts.  
 
1.4 Talking the Institution of the L2 Classroom In and Out of Being 
 
 At this point it may be objected that sections 1.1  to 1.3  contain an a priori, static 
and acontextual description of the organisation of the interaction, whereas according to 
CA methodology, it cannot be assumed that the interaction which occurs is institutional 
or that the identities teacher and learner are relevant. However, the description which I 
have given above is of the context-free structure to which interactants may or may not 
orient and which they may use normatively in context-sensitive ways to perform their 
social actions. So the above organisation applies as and when the institutional context 
and identities are talked into being by the participants. It can only be determined by 
turn-by-turn emic analysis whether this is the case or not. Not all talk in an institutional 
setting evokes an institutional context (see sections Error! Reference source not found. and Error! 
Reference source not found. ). Social, interpersonal, non-institutional chat may take place 
in hospitals between doctors, in which case it is not medical discourse (Schegloff, 1987, 
1992). It can also take place in the L2 classroom and have nothing to do with any 
pedagogical focus, in which case it is not L2 classroom interaction and does not fall 
within the scope of this study.  
 The institutional context is talked into being by introducing an institutional focus; 
in a hospital this would be a medical focus and in the L2 classroom this is a pedagogical 
focus which requires the production of the L2. By introducing a pedagogical focus in 
orientation to which turns in the L2 are produced, the institutional context of the L2 
classroom is talked into being and the interaction produced is L2 classroom interaction. 
So a CA analysis does not make any a priori assumptions that talk which occurs in L2 
classrooms is institutional talk, nor that the identities of teacher and learner are omni-
relevant. Through a turn-by-turn emic analysis we uncover whether the participants 
orient to their institutional identities and produce L2 in relation to a pedagogical focus 
and hence in relation to the institutional goal. On that basis we consider whether the 
extract can be considered L2 classroom interaction or not.  
 
Extract 5.7 
 
1 T: ok ok I think we stop there. unless you have something else you want 
2           to say  >and you're not leaving yet< because I have a message for you 
3           (22.0) 
4 T: eh Oivind ta og ti still naa for det en viktig beskjed som eg er noedt til aa gi 
    ((tr: Oivind keep quiet now because there is an important message I have to   
    give))  
  13 
          (12 lines omitted) 
17 T: eg har diskutert med (name) (1.0) kor mye er klokka og tida? Men eg faar  
18           ta det muntlig allikevel - odet er vanskeligt for oss aa sei at pga at der er tri  
19           I klassen som- eller fire som er saa opptatt av ((unint 2.0)) eh kanskje kan vi 
20           ikkje legge turen der, heller ta den seinere  
((tr: I have discussed with (name) (1.0) what time is it time? But I will do it 
verbally anyway - and it is hard for us to say that because there are three in the 
class that - or maybe four that are so concerned about ((unint 2.0)) eh can't we 
make the trip then, make it later instead)) 
 
(Norwegian data) 
 
 Looking at extract 5.7, T has been speaking L2 English for the whole lesson but 
then switches back to L1 Norwegian in line 4 in order to give an administrative 
message. So the background context remains identical with the same participants in the 
same room. But in a CA analysis we take a major part of context to be created by 
participants in the details of their talk. By switching from L2 to L1 and by moving from 
a pedagogical focus to an administrative focus, T talks out of being the identity “L2 
teacher” and the institutional business “L2 classroom interaction” and talks into being 
the identity “teacher as administrator” and the institutional business “local 
administration”. By disengaging from the pedagogical focus, the institutional context of 
the L2 classroom is talked out of being and so the interaction is no longer L2 classroom 
interaction. In this monograph we are explicating only L2 classroom interaction; that is, 
talk produced by teachers and learners in L2 in orientation to a pedagogical focus. We 
can also see that in terms of the ontology of the construct L2 classroom, an etic 
specification is not possible. We have to consider the emic perspective and uncover 
whether the participants are talking the institution in or out of being at any moment by 
making it procedurally relevant or not in the details of their interaction.  
 Learners as well as teachers can also talk the institution in or out of being from 
one turn to the next3. Markee demonstrates how learners recorded working on a 
pairwork task can switch instantly from on-task institutional talk to off-task social talk:   
 
Extract 5.8 
 
 
029 L9:       [X _______________ , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , 
030 L9: this writer has a ra[ther- [com- pli-] this is      [co-  ]     writer has a 
031 L11:           [X _____________________________ 
032 L11:                        [I slept five ho- ]                 [huh ]     
033 L9:  [X __________ 
034 L9:  [complicated uh, 
035 L11: ________       [ … …………………………………………… 
036 L11: yea:h    [(h) ]   [(L11 looks left, lifts his left hand to his mouth 
037 L11:             , , , , , , , , , , , , 
038              and looks down) 
039 L9:                     [ h   ]   heh heh .hhh 
040 L11: (what’d I say.)  
041  (1.0) (L9 scratches his forehead with his right hand.  
042  Simultaneously, L11 drops his hand back to his lap.  
043  As L11’s hand reaches his lap, he begins his turn at line 045) 
044 L11: [ . . . . .  X __________________  [ , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , ,   
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045 L11: [I’m so tired I slept    [  five hours [(L11 looks at his watch)  
046 L11: , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , , 
047 L11: that night                  (L11 drops his hand back to his lap) 
048 L9:           ……..    [X_____________________________ 
049  (0.6 ) 
050 L9:   _________________________________ 
051 L9: a:::h. ((L9 uses a tone of mock sympathy))  
 
(Markee, in press) 
 
 In lines 030 and 034, L9 tries to continue the official on-task topic of discussion 
(the writer Günter Grass’ position in the debate on German reunification).  But as L9 
harks back to this previous topic, L11 overlaps L9 at line 032 with the announcement 
that he only slept five hours and introduces off-task social talk. L11 later invites L9 to a 
party that night where free beer is available. The social chat is in L2 English as the two 
learners have different L1s. This extract illustrates the point made in section 1.1 above. 
Even when the teacher is not participating in the talk, we can see that institutional talk is 
that which is on-task in that it orients to the pedagogical focus introduced by the 
teacher. Non-institutional talk can and often does occur in the L2 classroom (whether 
conducted in L1 or L2) and is talked into being precisely by abandoning the connection 
to the teacher's pedagogical focus. So we determine whether the talk which occurs in L2 
classrooms is institutional or not by relating it to the pedagogical focus. How do we 
know that the learners orient to the distinction of on-task and off-task with regard to the 
teacher's pedagogical focus? Markee demonstrates how the learners in the extract above 
carefully disguise their social talk from the teacher and are able to instantly switch back 
on-task when required. Also, this surfaces quite often in the data as an issue amongst 
learners engaged in tasks in the absence of the teacher. This is illustrated by the extract 
below. 
 
 
Extract 5.9 
 
L1: teacher said don’t use Malay are you? so you don’t use Malay.  
LL: (1.0) (laugh) 
L2: very difficult I don’t know answer to the question. 
 (scuffles, laughter) 
L1: >OK OK never mind, never mind, don’t worry, discuss, discuss, come on don’t 
laugh.< 
LL: (laugh) 
 
(Warren, 1985, p. 238)  
 
 So the perspective on L2 classroom interaction is a dynamic and variable one. The 
CA methodology is able to portray how the institutional context (and institutional 
identities) is talked into being and out of being on a turn-by turn basis by normative 
orientation to a pedagogical focus. The description of the interactional organisation in 
this chapter is of a context-free structure. Interactants such as those in extracts 5.7 and 
5.8 use this structure in a normative and context-sensitive way to perform their social 
actions. In those extracts they talk the institution out of being precisely by moving away 
from the pedagogical focus in their talk. Similarly, in extract 5.8 L11 talks the identity 
  15 
“L2 learner” out of being and talks into being the identity “party animal”. So the 
discussion in this section leads to an operational definition of L2 classroom interaction. 
L2 classroom interaction is interaction which is produced in the L2 by teachers and/or 
learners in normative orientation to a pedagogical focus. Many other varieties of 
interaction can occur in the physical setting of an L2 classroom, but the above is the 
sole focus of this monograph4. 
 
1.5 The Concept of L2 Classroom Contexts 
 
 We saw in Chapters 3 and 4 that it was possible to derive characterisations of 
typical L2 classroom contexts such as form and accuracy context inductively from data. 
In this section we will examine the concept of L2 classroom contexts more closely. In 
order to explicate this, we first need to consider what is meant by an institutional variety 
and an institutional sub-variety of discourse. Institutions conduct their institutional 
business by means of an overarching variety of discourse which is suited to the 
overarching institutional aim. Courtroom business, for example, is conducted by means 
of the variety of courtroom English, which has developed over the centuries to be suited 
to the overarching institutional aim of administering justice to the cases which come 
before the court, and this has certain common features. When all of these features are 
taken into account, they constitute the distinguishing features of the institutional variety. 
Drew and Heritage (1992b, p. 26) suggest that each institutional variety may have its 
own unique fingerprint, “Comprised of a set of interactional practices differentiating (it) 
both from other institutional forms and from the baseline of mundane conversational 
interaction itself.”  
 We have seen in section 1.1 that L2 classroom interaction has its own unique 
fingerprint in terms of three properties. However, an institutional variety cannot 
realistically be treated as an undifferentiated, homogenous entity. A court case, for 
example, is divided into the swearing-in of jurors, a statement of the case, direct and 
cross-examinations, the passing of sentence, etc. (Levinson, 1992, p. 71). Each of these 
sub-varieties has a different legal sub-aim and different organisation of the interaction 
which is appropriate to that aim. So, for example, cross-examination of a witness has 
the legal sub-aim of establishing the credibility of a witnesses’ evidence and the 
organisation of the interaction is essentially that of question by the lawyer and answer 
by the witness. A sub-variety of institutional interaction is understood here as one which 
combines an institutional sub-aim with an interactional organisation appropriate to that 
aim. A sub-variety has certain common, distinguishing features (Atkinson and Drew, 
1979, p. 195) and may also have its own unique fingerprint.  
 Let us now revisit the concept of the institutional variety and sub-variety. 
Courtroom talk as an overarching institutional variety has certain common features. So 
when we focus on an extract as being a product of its institutional context, we consider 
what it has in common with other extracts from the same institutional context. However, 
each legal sub-variety (e.g. cross-examination) has its own particular institutional sub-
aims and an organisation of the interaction which is appropriate to those sub-aims and 
therefore its own unique fingerprint. When we focus on an extract as being a product of 
its sub-variety context, we consider what it has in common with other extracts from the 
same institutional sub-variety.  Similarly, in the second language classroom there is an 
overarching variety, second language classroom interaction, by means of which the core 
business of teaching the learners a second language is conducted. Equally, second 
language classroom interaction is not an undifferentiated whole, but can be divided into 
a number of sub-varieties or L2 classroom contexts, in which a particular pedagogical 
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aim enters into a reflexive relationship with a particular organisation of the interaction. 
The different L2 classroom contexts or sub-varieties need to be understood, then, as 
different actualisations of the reflexive relationship between pedagogical focus and 
interactional organisation.  
 However, we now need to consider the major differences between courtroom 
discourse and L2 classroom interaction. The courtroom is recognised as a very formal 
discourse setting (Atkinson and Drew, 1979). In the courtroom, sub-varieties have 
technical, formal labels or names, e.g., cross-examination and there are a strictly limited 
number of sub-varieties which may occur. Courtroom professionals are trained in the 
kinds of interaction which are and are not permissible during each sub-variety. In the 
majority of other institutional settings, however, sub-varieties do not have such 
commonly agreed technical or formal labels or names. In L2 classrooms, there is no 
agreement in respect of the terminology used to name sub-varieties. Furthermore, in 
many L2 teaching settings there is no limitation in principle on the kinds of interaction 
which may occur. Indeed, innovation is highly prized in many (particularly Western) 
countries and so invention and variety in terms of interaction may be encouraged. 
Teachers may try to produce interaction which is as different as possible from 
traditional lockstep interaction (Warren, 1985). Therefore, there is in principle no limit 
to the potential number of L2 classroom contexts which could occur around the world. 
In practice, though, the L2 classroom has an interactional organisation which tends to 
limit what actually happens. This study does not suggest that it has characterised all of 
the L2 classroom contexts which occur; I have merely sketched the organisation of 
several which occur in the database in chapters 3 and 45. 
 It is suggested that L2 classroom contexts should be understood not only as 
institutional sub-varieties, but also as the interfaces between pedagogy and interaction 
and thus as the environments through which the institutional business is accomplished. 
Although we talk of an institutional variety such as courtroom and classroom talk, 
whenever we examine an instance of interaction we see that the institutional business is 
carried out by means of a sub-variety. So L2 classroom contexts are modes of 
interactional organisation through which the institutional business is accomplished. 
There is no suggestion that all instances of interaction within a particular L2 classroom 
context will appear to be almost identical. As we see below in section 1.6, there is a constant 
tension between homogeneity and heterogeneity in L2 classroom interaction, and an L2 
classroom context needs to be understood as an one instance of the reflexive 
relationship between pedagogy and interaction. It is the instantiation of a particular 
pedagogical focus and a particular organisation of the interaction. One would not, for 
example, expect all courtroom cross-examinations or doctor-patient consultations to 
evolve in an identical way; one would expect a certain degree of homogeneity and a 
certain degree of heterogeneity, and this is also the case within an L2 classroom context.  
 It should also be stressed that the concept of L2 classroom contexts is not a static 
and invariant one in which a single L2 classroom context covers a whole lesson. 
Contexts can shift with great rapidity and fluidity from turn to turn during an L2 lesson 
and can be generated by learners as well as by the teacher; see the analysis of extract 5.4 
for an illustration. The reason that L2 classroom contexts are included in this study is 
that they are demonstrably elements of the interactional organisation of the L2 
classroom to which participants orient. In section 1.9 we saw that it has become quite 
common for linguists to mistake the interactional organisations uncovered by CA for 
the methodology of CA and to apply turn-taking, adjacency pairs etc. to interaction as a 
kind of coding scheme. At this point, therefore, we need to be quite explicit about L2 
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classroom contexts. They are modes of interactional organisation; they are not a 
methodology for analysis and they are not intended as a coding scheme.  
 The methodology is that described in section 1.3 and it involves a turn-by-turn, holistic, 
emic analysis of the sequential environment. Heritage (1996, p. 10) expresses a similar 
point in the following way: “Overall structural organization, in short, is not a 
procrustean bed to fit data into, rather it is something we’re looking for and looking at 
because the parties orient to it in organizing their talk.” The argument is not that L2 
classroom contexts are discrete entities cast in stone and that as soon as one has 
identified which context the participants are operating in then one has explained it and 
finished the analysis. Rather, the L2 classroom context is only one part of the overall 
interactional architecture of the L2 classroom and one manifestation of the complex, 
reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction which is its cornerstone.  
 As we saw in Chapter 1, CA does not see findings in terms of interactional 
organisations such as turn-taking and adjacency pair as a fixed set of prescriptive or 
regulative rules which must be followed. Rather, they are constitutive norms or 
interpretive resources which interactants make use of in order to orientate themselves 
within and to make sense of the ongoing interaction. In the same way, L2 classroom 
contexts are findings, interactional organisations which have emerged from the analysis 
of data and function as constitutive norms. As usual in CA methodology, deviant cases 
are particularly illuminating, or as Heritage (1995, p. 399) puts it, deviant cases often 
serve to demonstrate the normativity of practices. In the data there are four kinds of 
deviant case in relation to L2 classroom contexts. In the first, teachers and learners 
struggle for control of the pedagogical focus and hence the kind of context which is 
established. In the second, there is confusion as to which context is in operation. In the 
third, inexperienced trainee teachers fail to establish a pedagogical focus and L2 
classroom context. In the fourth, experienced teachers “flout” the normal organisation 
of the L2 classroom in order to create particular effects. These deviant cases are 
discussed in Seedhouse (1996) but are not included here for lack of space. 
 
 
1.6 A Tri-Dimensional View of Context 
 
At this point we need to broaden the perspective and to be able to explicate and 
portray any instance of L2 classroom interaction as having a complex personality, as 
simultaneously displaying both homogeneity and heterogeneity and as functioning on a 
number of different levels at the same time; this property is called complementarity. 
Lest I be accused of sounding unscientific or even mystical, I should add that this 
concept derives from the natural sciences, namely physics. Descriptions of fundamental 
entities such as photons and electrons as being a particle and a wave are said to be 
equally valid, complementary descriptions of the same reality. Neither description is 
complete in itself: “This idea of wave and particle being two complementary facets of 
the particle’s complex personality is called complementarity.” (Gribbin, 1991, p. 118). 
Although we are of course in a completely different area here, the concept of 
complementarity is nonetheless a useful one to describe the way in which institutional 
discourse simultaneously displays both uniqueness and institutional commonality along 
with a complex personality. It is therefore necessary, at this stage of the argument, to 
present a model which sketches a fuller and more complex picture of context in the L2 
classroom. We should be clear that this model is not a method of analysis6. Rather, it is 
a means of explicating and conceptualising the complementary levels on which an 
instance of L2 classroom interaction can be viewed, as well as its simultaneous 
  18 
heterogeneity (or unique nature) and  homogeneity (or institutional sameness). This 
fuller picture could best be termed a tri-dimensional view of context, since it involves 
three perspectives on context represented in decreasing circles (see figure 2 on the 
following page).  
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Figure 2. A Tri-Dimensional View of Context 
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 Every time a teacher introduces a pedagogical focus in orientation to which 
learners produce turns in the L2, an L2 classroom context is talked into being. On one 
level, the particular context produced is quite unique. On another level the particular 
context has some features in common with other L2 classroom contexts which have 
occurred, for example, with other form and accuracy contexts. On another level, the 
particular interaction produced has features in common with all other instances of L2 
classroom interaction.  
 We always start at the micro context by focussing closely and narrowly on the 
micro-interaction and at this level it is unique. We explicate the sequential environment 
on a turn-by-turn basis and derive a technical characterisation of context from the 
details of the talk. “The CA perspective embodies a dynamic approach in which 
‘context’ is treated as both the project and product of the participants’ own actions and 
therefore as inherently locally produced and transformable at any moment” (Drew and 
Heritage, 1992b, p. 19). We determine what the pedagogical focus is and how the 
interaction is organised in relation to this. At this level of context we view the 
interaction as a singular occurrence and the emphasis is on heterogeneity.  
 When the perspective starts to broaden we can examine the particular combination 
of pedagogical focus and organisation of the interaction (L2 classroom context) which is 
currently in operation and see whether this instance may have something in common 
with other instances which are organised in a similar way. For example, if the focus is 
on form and accuracy, in which ways is this instance similar or dissimilar to other such 
instances?  
 When the perspective broadens further we can see the institutional context; in this 
case that of an L2 classroom. At this level we can see that the instance has properties in 
common with all other instances of L2 classroom interaction; in any instance the three 
properties outlined in section 1.1 are inherent in the interaction and therefore there is a 
degree of institutional sameness. At this level of context we view the interaction as an 
example of L2 classroom discourse and the emphasis is on homogeneity.  
 So there is always a tension between a description of an extract of L2 classroom 
interaction as a unique occurence, locally produced by the participants, between a 
description of it as an example of interaction within a particular L2 classroom context 
and between a description of it as an example of institutional L2 classroom discourse. 
To put it another way, there is always a tension between a description of an extract of 
L2 classroom interaction  as something homogeneous or similar to other instances, and 
as something heterogeneous or different to other instances.  
 We will now examine a classroom extract and show how all three levels of 
context are simultaneously manifested in the extract: 
 
Extract 5.10 
 
1     T:     what did I dream? Can you remember? 
2     L1:    you turned into a toothbrush 
3     T:     can I have a full sentence, Hugo? 
4     L1:    that you turned into a toothbrush 
5     T:     OK. you (.)? 
6     L2:    you turned into a toothbrush. 
7     T:     you (.)? 
8     L2:    you turned into a toothbrush. 
9     L3:    you dreamed. 
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10    T:     you dreamt. 
11    L3:    you dreamt. 
12    T:     everyone 
13    LL:   dreamt 
14    T:     OK. I dreamt that I turned into a toothbrush. 
 
(Ellis, 1984, p. 105) 
 
Micro-context  
 
 At this level of context we view the interaction as a singular occurrence. Although 
the extract is clearly typical of both the L2 classroom and of a form and accuracy 
context the extract is nonetheless unique on a micro-level; even a teacher giving the 
same prompts would never receive exactly the same replies from the learners.  At this 
level of context the emphasis is on heterogeneity, uniqueness and on the 'instanced' 
nature of the interaction. 
 
L2 classroom context  
 
 At this level of context we view the interaction as an example of communication 
within a particular L2 classroom context. The interaction in the above extract is typical 
of a form and accuracy context in which the pedagogical focus is on the production of 
strings of correct linguistic forms by the students and personal meanings tend to be 
disregarded; the above extract bears many similarities with other instances in the 
database.  The organisation of repair is suited to the pedagogical focus in that the 
teacher will initiate repair if the linguistic forms produced by the learner are not 
identical to those targeted by the teacher; we can see evidence of this in lines 3 and 10. 
The organisation of turn-taking and sequence is again appropriate to the pedagogical 
focus. Since the teacher needs to prompt the learners to produce specific strings of 
linguistic forms, it follows that the teacher will allocate turns to the learners and 
constrain the content of those turns, which implies a rigid, lockstep approach. So the 
pedagogical focus and organisation of the interaction is fairly typical of the form and 
accuracy context. 
 
Institutional context  
 
 At this institutional level of context we view the interaction as an example of L2 
classroom discourse, any instance of which manifests the three properties of L2 
classroom interaction. The first property is that language is both the vehicle and object 
of instruction.  So we can see T both managing the interaction in the target language 
(vehicle) and treating learner responses as texts to be corrected (object). The second 
property is that there is a reflexive relationship between pedagogy and interaction. In 
particular, the linguistic forms and patterns of interaction which the learners produce in 
the L2 are normatively linked in some way to the pedagogical focus which the teacher 
introduces. This extract demonstrates the very tight connections which can occur 
between the teacher’s pedagogical focus and the linguistic forms and patterns of 
interaction which the learners produce. In line 2, L1 produces an answer which would 
be perfectly acceptable in conversation. However, this is not the target pattern of 
interaction which the teacher’s pedagogical focus is aiming to produce, and the teacher 
does not accept the answer. Similarly, in line 9, L3 produces a perfectly acceptable past 
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simple form, but this particular linguistic form is not the one targeted by the teacher’s 
pedagogical focus, and the teacher corrects it in line 10. The third property is that the 
linguistic forms and patterns of interaction which the learners produce are subject to 
evaluation by the teacher in some way. Here the evaluation is implicit as indirect 
negative evaluation which is understood in the multiple repair initiations by the teacher 
(see section Error! Reference source not found.). At this level of context we view the 
interaction as an example of L2 classroom discourse and the emphasis is on 
homogeneity. So in order to explicate and appreciate fully the complex workings of 
context in the L2 classroom one needs to adopt a tri-dimensional approach.  
 Every time participants produce L2 classroom interaction as defined here, they 
talk these three levels of contexts into being. All three levels are present and manifest at 
all times and when one broadens or narrows one’s perspective, one will tend to focus on 
a different level of context. Context is not seen as something external to the interaction 
or lurking in the background: “The definition of the situation is not separate and an-
terior; it inhabits the talk.” (Schegloff, 1993, p. 114). We should note, however, that the 
three levels of context have to be actively talked into being and made relevant through 
the details of the talk; see section 1.4. This tri-dimensional view of context explicates how it 
is that instances of institutional interaction display simultaneous homogeneity and 
heterogeneity; the level of context which one focuses on determines the level of 
homogeneity or heterogeneity which one discovers.  
 The model thereby provides the basis for this study's observation that all instances 
of L2 classroom interaction have the same properties and use the same basic sequence 
organisation, whilst at the same time as portraying the extreme diversity, fluidity and 
complexity of the interaction. In addition, the model portrays the relationship between 
institutional varieties and sub-varieties. L2 classroom interaction is an institutional 
variety of interaction and L2 classroom contexts are sub-varieties. The tri-dimensional 
model also helps to conceptualise how CA institutional discourse methodology links the 
macro and micro levels of social organisation. CA is sometimes mistakenly called a 
“micro” methodology. However, CA works simultaneously on the micro and the macro, 
on the general and the particular instance; by emic, turn-by-turn analysis, we uncover 
the “machinery” which is able to produce the individual instances and hence the 
organisation of the institutional variety of talk. Schegloff (1987, p. 221) suggests that 
the way in which CA can link the micro and macro levels is by treating modes of 
interactional organisation as contexts themselves, which is what this model attempts to 
do. 
 So with the tri-dimensional perspective on context proposed here, the micro level, 
the level of interactional organisation and the macro level can all be analysed and 
portrayed simultaneously, with each level feeding the other reflexively. L2 classroom 
contexts are organisations of the interaction which participants treat as contexts for talk. 
When we as analysts also treat them as contexts for talk, we are able to provide 
conceptual links between the micro and macro levels. As we will see in section Error! 
Reference source not found., such a model has practical uses in SLA. Prior to quantifying 
interactional phenomena (e.g. recasts) in SLA it is vital to be able to explicate the 
relative levels of homogeneity and heterogeneity in the naturally occurring instances of 
the phenomenon. Finally for this section I should point out that the model is intended 
merely as an aid to conceptualisation; one could add further levels to the model and 
expand or modify it in a number of ways. 
 
1.7 Creating an L2 Classroom Context 
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 We will now examine how an L2 classroom context is established or “talked into 
being” in the CA sense by an experienced teacher in a language school in Mexico. The 
first main L2 classroom context which the teacher establishes is a meaning and fluency 
context. The teacher has previously asked the learners to bring a personal possession to 
the class which is special to them in some way. The teacher states explicitly her reasons 
for establishing such an L2 classroom context during an interview prior to the lesson. 
 
In a lot of classes I like to use … the so-called humanistic techniques. 
Students give personal information about themselves or about things that 
they have, or about their families and so on. These humanistic kind of 
activities tend to be good because they break the ice and they make the 
students find out a bit about each other. For example, in this class the 
students will be bringing some of their own objects and talking about them. 
In that kind of activity, the level of the students’ English doesn’t matter so 
much because you focus a lot on the content of what they are saying. 
(British Council, 1985, Volume 4, p. 50) 
 
 The teacher’s monologue is interesting for a number of reasons. It provides a clear 
rationale for the use of meaning and fluency context as a contrast to the form and 
accuracy context which was to come after it; in a proficiency class7 in the early 1980s it 
was inevitable that the bulk of lesson time would be spent on form and accuracy work 
in preparation for the examination. The teacher states that the meaning and fluency 
context is placed deliberately at the start of the lesson as an ice breaker. This does not 
mean that the meaning and fluency context normally occurs at the start of the lesson. 
The data show that it may occur at any stage of the lesson. In this lesson the meaning 
and fluency context also functions as an introduction to work in a form and accuracy 
context, to which it is thematically related. Again, this is not always the case, and the 
reverse order also occurs in the data.  
 So although we should not generalise from this one lesson as to the sequencing of 
main contexts, the teacher’s comments clearly display an orientation to the sequential 
organisation of contexts within a lesson as serving specific overall pedagogical goals. 
L2 classroom contexts follow each other for good reason in this teacher’s lessons. The 
teacher also states explicitly that in a meaning and fluency context she focuses on the 
content of what the learners are saying, and this is implicitly contrasted with the focus 
on linguistic ability necessary in the rest of the lesson. I will now examine how the 
teacher establishes the pedagogical focus and context and then manages the context 
shift. 
 
Extract 5.11 
 
T: Today’s class is going to be about describing objects, (.) and we’re going to look at  
  three different types of description. .hh I’m going to write it here on the board, what  
  we’ll be doing. (T writes on board) (.) the first type will be personal (.) OK? objects  
  that have an especial value for you. a personal value. .hh the second type will be (.)  
 catalogue (.) type descriptions.  
 
(British Council, 1985, Volume 4, p. 50) 
 
 The lesson starts with a procedural context which anticipates that the lesson will involve 
some kind of change of focus and which provides a link between the two contexts, in that they 
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will both involve description. For the next stage in the establishment of the context, T asks the 
learners if they have brought personal belongings along as requested, and elicits from two or 
three students the nature of their belongings. Then the teacher produces an enormous 
embroidery, a personal belonging with personal value for her, and tells the learners about it: 
 
Extract 5.12 
 
T: um, this is a nineteenth century Japanese embroidery, and it was given to me by my  
great-aunt. (.) my great-aunt she had a- a funny kind of job really, she was a governess. 
 
(British Council, 1985, Volume 4, p. 51) 
 
 This part of the interaction serves multiple functions. It establishes the nature of the 
context, in that the teacher is demonstrating what the learners are to do during the context, i.e. 
describe their personal possession and its significance to them. It establishes the nature of the 
speech exchange system, i.e. monologue addressed to the other participants. The teacher has 
stated that one purpose of this context is for learners to learn a bit about each other, and here 
the teacher is telling the learners something about herself and thus developing her relationship 
with the learners. The teacher then rolls up her embroidery and issues further procedural 
directions for the establishment of the main context. 
 
Extract 5.13 
 
T: and what I want you to do is to .hh talk about your things now in the same way as I  
 did about mine. say what it is and give the history of it. how- why have you got it, and  
maybe also say why is it important (.) to you. for this … we’re going to work in two 
groups. so, would you be a group of six here you two, and you four. (.) OK, it doesn’t 
matter who begins whoever wants to can can start. I’m going to come and sit with each 
group some of the time but just listen.  
 
(British Council, 1985, Volume 4, p. 51) 
 
 So the spatial configuration of the learners is altered in preparation for the main context. 
How does the teacher ensure that it is in fact a meaning and fluency focus which is established 
rather than any other? This appears to be accomplished in the following ways. Firstly, by 
explicitly modelling the type of talk which is to be produced, which implicitly establishes a 
focus. Secondly, by giving explicit instructions concerning the nature of the speech exchange 
system and the topic of the talk. Thirdly, by focusing on the content of the talk and by not 
mentioning linguistic accuracy. The teacher states “I’m going to come and sit with each group 
some of the time but just listen.” The use of ‘but just’ implies that the teacher will not be con-
ducting repair of linguistic errors, and hence that the emphasis should be on the expression of 
personal meanings.  
 
Extract 5.14 
 
1 L1:  OK. as you see this is a music box, (.) .hh and my mother made it. it’s= 
2 L2: =oh, your mother made it?= 
3 L1: =yes, my mother made it. .hh the thing is that when: (.) this is the first thing she  
4  did (.) like this, with .hh painting and everything, so nobody. nobody thought  
5           that it was going to come out like this.[(laughs)] that’s the point. that’s why  
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6 LL:          [(laugh)  ]  
7        L1:   this is special because it took her about three weeks to: to make it, .hh and  
8                 erm she put erm a really special interest in that 
 
(British Council, 1985, Volume 4, p. 51) 
 
 We can see from the above extract that the interaction produced by the learners is as 
expected within a  meaning and fluency context. The learners express personal meanings, and 
linguistic errors (as in line 8) are ignored. We noted in section Error! Reference source not found. 
that oh often occurs in a meaning and fluency context as a marker of change of information 
state, since new information is being exchanged. We can also see that the learners are 
managing the speech exchange system themselves. Although the teacher modelled a 
monologue, L2 feels able to self-select and disrupt the monologue (line 2). So the teacher has 
used multiple methods of ensuring that the correct pedagogical focus and context is created, 
and in this case the intended context has clearly been successfully talked into being. 
 
1.8 Managing Context Shift 
 
 We have seen an example of  how contexts are created. A lesson may contain multiple 
contexts, so it is now necessary to explicate how contexts are shifted. I will now show how a 
context shift is managed by an experienced practitioner.  Looking at the same lesson, we will 
see how the previous meaning and fluency context is shifted to a form and accuracy context. 
The teacher brings the previous context to a close in the following way: 
 
Extract 5.15 
 
1 T: OK. CAN I stop you now? I know not all of you have finished but- we haven’t 
2  got time for any more so let’s: get back into two lines again. (LL move chairs) 
  (11 lines omitted) 
3 T: ↑OK well, remember that I said the second thing we’re going to look at 
4  is catalogue type descriptions, sometimes when we’re describing things we 
5  need .hh to use a lot of different adjectives. .hh and sometimes we’re not very  
6  sure which order we should put the adjectives in. for example do we say (.) erm   
7           <a green felt hat> or <a felt green hat>. OK which way round should we put the 
8          adjectives?  so we’re going to take a look today at this chart, (T points to chart 
9          on board) which gives us an idea of how the order of adjectives should go. 
10          (10 lines omitted) all right, well what we’re going to do is, (.) I am going to give  
11  you a handout, (.) and on the top you’ve got some jumbled sentences. OK, these  
12  are just little descriptions, but the adjectives are all in the wrong order. I want  
13  you to work in pairs: to put them into the right order. (2 lines omitted) does  
14  everyone understand? all right could you give these out (LL give out sheets)  
15          (4.0) look up at the chart, use the chart as much as you (.)need to, to help you  
16          get the sentences right. 
 
(British Council, 1985, Volume 4, p. 51) 
 
 In line 1, T explicitly marks a transition. “OK. Can I stop you now?” is uttered with 
high pitch and high volume. T indicates that there is to be a change in spatial configuration 
back from group to whole class in line 2. In line 3, T arranges the context shift. This starts 
with “OK well” (which function as shift markers; see Seedhouse, 1996) uttered with high pitch 
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and volume and continues (in lines 3 and 4) with a reference back to the procedural context at 
the start of the lesson, where it was indicated that the second phase of the lesson would be 
concerned with catalogue type descriptions. The teacher develops a form and accuracy 
context in the following way. There is a focus on linguistic correctness in the expressed 
concern for the proper order of adjectives (line 6). The change in focus is symbolised by the 
presentation of a chart of the correct order of adjectives (line 8). The teacher distributes 
materials in which the adjectives are in the wrong order, with the instructions that the learners 
are to put them in the right order (line 13). A focus on form and accuracy and linguistic 
correctness without regard to personal meanings is thus established. Whereas in the previous 
meaning and fluency context the learners supplied the materials (which were personally 
meaningful and which they had to hold close to themselves), in this L2 classroom context the 
teacher presents the materials in a “logical”, impersonal chart format which is placed at some 
distance from the learners. This change might indicate to the learners that they now have less 
interactional space to express personal meanings. Finally, the teacher introduces a new 
pedagogical focus (line 13) which is incompatible with the focus inherent in the previous 
context.  The new pedagogical focus entails a change of L2 classroom context.  
 Sections 1.1 to 5.6 have provided a broad overall sketch of the interactional 
architecture of the L2 classroom. One goal of this monograph is to portray L2 classroom 
interaction as rationally and coherently organised. Levinson (1992, p. 93) suggests that 
“the various levels of organisation within an activity cohere, and can be seen to derive 
as rational means from overall ends and organizational conditions.” 
   One fascinating feature of L2 classroom interaction is the way that it 
balances invariant underlying institutional characteristics with extreme flexibility and 
variability. Teachers may aim to produce very unusual and innovative kinds of 
interaction, for example extract  5.6. They may try to replicate varieties of interaction which 
occur outside the L2 classroom, for example Packett (in press) and Warren (1985). 
Nonetheless, because of the rational organisation of the interaction, whatever L2 
classroom interaction is produced manifests the three invariant institutional properties 
and the basic sequence organisation. 
 Because of space limitations, this account of the organisation of L2 
classroom interaction has not included discussion of the following areas: 
• The relationship between contexts and the unit of institutional business known 
as a lesson; 
• Organisation below the L2 classroom context in terms of consideration of how 
contexts themselves may be arranged into episodes; 
• How teachers choose which pedagogical focus to establish; 
• How teachers mark shift between L2 contexts. 
Interested readers are referred to Seedhouse (1996). 
 
1.9 Chapter Summary 
 
In this chapter I described the overall organisation of L2 classroom interaction. I 
introduced the concept of the rational design of institutional interaction and identified 
the institutional goal as well as three interactional properties which derive directly from 
the goal. I then identified the basic sequence organisation of L2 classroom interaction as 
well as an emic methodology for its analysis. Next I exemplified how the institution of 
the L2 classroom is talked in and out of being by participants. The concept of the L2 
classroom context, which was introduced in Chapters 3 and 4, was then problematised 
and located in a broader, tri-dimensional perspective on context. Finally I exemplified 
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how teachers create L2 classroom contexts and how they shift from one context to 
another. 
  
                                                          
1
 In this section I am uncovering the rational design of the interaction, following Levinson’s precepts as 
cited above. Here we are at stage 8 in the list of CA procedures discussed in section 1.7. A similar 
discussion of the overall rational organisation of an institutional setting can be found in Atkinson an Drew 
(1979). 
2
 It should be noted that Igor is an unusual learner in terms of his success in obtaining a disproportionate 
share of turns at talk. See Allwright (1980) for a full discussion. 
3
 I am grateful to Richard Young for pointing out that Goffman’s concepts of “footing” and “participation 
formats” are highly relevant to this section. 
4
 This is not to suggest that code-switching is not an interesting phenomenon, but simply to specify the 
scope of the monograph. 
5
 Further examples of L2 classroom contexts are characterised in Seedhouse (1996). 
6
 Graphical models of discourse are not typical of CA and the model is supplementary to the CA 
perspective developed in this monograph. It is included as the perspective on heterogeneity and 
homogeneity is useful to the discussions in chapter 6. However, I recognise that this model moves the 
discussion well away from the CA perspective on context presented in section 1.8. I am grateful to an 
anonymous Language Learning reviewer for pointing out that a preferable way of explicating the tri-
dimensional model might be that “one moves from a single case analysis of actual talk (micro analytic 
context) to collections of single cases, which establish whether we actually have a phenomenon worth 
talking about as an instance of L2 classroom talk, which can finally be compared to other institutional 
contexts to establish how, say, classroom talk is similar to, or differs from, courtroom interaction.” 
7
 This refers to a class which prepares students for the high-level Cambridge Proficiency examination in 
English.  
